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Abstract 
The study aims to explore competencies of the Vidzeme University of Applied Sciences (Latvia) students in their self-evaluation 
by assessing which of the competencies have been developed as well as the role of competencies' development and the 
assessment in Vidzeme University of Applied Sciences faculty’s side. Higher education plays an increasing role in the 
knowledge economy suggesting the 21st century labour market has become more dynamic by establishing more requirements to 
successfully compete in today's labour market. These are known as 21st century skills. Results from student survey suggest that in 
student's self-evaluation most core competencies are developed well – analytical and critical thinking, leadership, teamwork, 
communication, responsibility, adaption, ability to learn, language skills and others. Slightly lower assessments were for 
competencies as public speaking, conflict management, stress management, decision-making, time management, and creativity. 
Results from interviews shows that students play a central role in acquisition of competencies. In order to improve the assessment 
process of competencies, a greater emphasis should be placed on each student's personal development. 
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1. Introduction 
 
Human capital has become the basis of economic and social welfare. States should maintain their 
competitiveness among others by developing skilled workforces and improving availability of education.  The 
labour market has become more dynamic in the 21st century by emphasizing different skills and competencies. Until 
now, the labour market has been sufficient with disciplinary understanding about ongoing processes, there are, 
however, no sufficient generic or 21st century skills, such as communication skills, ability to work in groups and 
time management to name a few. Recent studies have shown that employers evaluate more of these generic skills 
than disciplinary understanding [1]. Issues concerning skills and competencies are becoming more important in 
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order to develop ways of learning by enabling graduates to cope with economic and social changes in the 21st 
century. Emphasis is placed not only on acquisition of knowledge, but more on ability to transfer and adjust them in 
different and variable situations [2]. Currently, for example, there is a stronger need to collaborate not only with 
your colleagues, but also with partners all over the world.  There is need, not only to find relevant information, but 
also to filter it; which one is useful and trustful? [1]. There are states that understand that investment in the 
education sector can contribute to long-term societal benefits and increase national prosperity explaining why 
education is becoming more important than ever before [2]. 
 Studies have shown that one of the main reason Latvians between the ages of 15 – 24 who are not working in a 
field connected to their study is directly related to lack of professional background during their studies of higher 
education. In recent years this problem has increased to more than 25% [3].  
Competency implies the ability to meet complex requirements based on a person’s experience and knowledge, as 
well as their ability to mobilize these resources in particular contexts or situations [4]. Competency is defined using 
five components: individual motives of person, character of person and his response to certain situations and 
information, an individual’s attitudes, values and assessment of himself, knowledge in certain fields and finally, 
skills and ability to accomplish physical or mental tasks. While motives, personal characteristics and self-assessment 
are quite hard to influence, focus should be on developing both knowledge and skills to accomplish certain tasks [5]. 
Core competencies, also called generic competencies, contain around 40 different competencies, which can be 
adjusted and grouped in certain categories, such as adaption skills, decisiveness, flexibility, independence, 
creativity, communication skills, ability to prioritize, self-confidence, cooperation skills, time management and 
others [5].  It is the role of the state to define which core competencies should be developed during the education 
process. In addition, it is equally as significant for institutions of higher education to assess how core competencies 
are developed among students and graduates [6].  
Two questions were set within this study: 1) What is the level of acquired competencies of third and fourth year 
students of Vidzeme University of Applied Sciences in their self-evaluation; and 2) What is the role of acquisition 
and assessment of competencies in study process in Vidzeme University of Applied Sciences faculty’s opinion? 
 
2. Method 
 
Respondents of this study were full time students from seven bachelor programs from Vidzeme University of 
Applied Sciences; each respondent was in their third or fourth academic year. The academic year of respondents was 
restricted to third and fourth because these students will graduate soon and became the labour market participants. 
Other respondents were faculty members from bachelor study programs. Faculty members were chosen based on 
two principles. The first selected one faculty member from each study program generally made up of seven 
members. The second was that the selected faculty member was not the program director. 
Two research methods were selected: student survey (self-evaluation) and interviews. The self-assessment 
survey was created based on previous studies. Initially 20 core competencies were selected and identified, which 
should be acquired by all graduates regardless of study field (program). For each of the 20 competencies two 
statements were created, which explained in more detail the skills and knowledge embedded in each competency. 
Students were asked to evaluate each of the 40 statements on a scale of 5 (developed very well) to 1 (developed very 
low). Interviews were conducted as semi-structured interviews. The questions were designed to explore which 
competencies were most important to develop in order to successfully enter the labour market. It was also asked to 
evaluate the education system in Latvia and to identify how to share responsibility for the acquisition of 
competencies, focusing more directly on the role of higher education institutions, as well as how competencies are 
assessed within Vidzeme University of Applied Sciences.  
Surveys were given to students in two ways.  The first survey was distributed among students during classes 
and collected immediately after completion.  The second consisted of an online survey made available to students 
who were not present in class. Data from completed surveys were summarized and frequencies of each of 40 
statements were counted. Due to fact that students were asked to evaluate two separate statements for each 
competency and not competencies itself, answers of both statements were counted and average percentage of each 
competency’s assessment were calculated. 
Interviews with faculty members were also held. To process collected data from interviews content analysis 
were used. Analyzing criteria were determined prior to interview making process and they were based on previous 
studies. 
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3. Results 
 
3.1. Survey results 
 
164 valid self-assessment surveys were obtained as a result of the student’s evaluations. In most of the 
statements students rated their capabilities as 4-good (5 very well developed, 4 – developed good, 3 – developed 
medium/average, 2 – developed low, 1 – developed very low). Fourteen of 20 competencies most often were rated 
as developed good (score 4), while public speaking competency, conflict management and resolution, stress 
management, decision making and time management competencies most often were rated as only average. Lowest 
rating was for creativity. In Table 1 student assessment for all 20 competencies are given.  
 
Table 1. Development of competencies in student self-evaluation, percentage (%) 
 
 Developed 
List of (core) competencies very low low average good very good 
Leadership 0,61  3,99  30,98  49,08  14,72  
Public Speaking 0,61  7,06  33,74  46,93  11,04  
Conflict management and resolution 0  1,53  39,57  48,77  9,82  
Communication and interaction 0  1,23  12,88  61,96  23,01 
Teamwork and collaboration 0  2,15  17,79  52,76  26,38  
Language skills  0  1,84  13,19  46,01  38,04  
Professional and work ethic 0,31  1,23  17,79  48,77  30,37  
Information technologies 0  3,37  21,17  45,40  29,14  
Stress management 0,92  6,44  31,90  41,41  18,71  
Ability to learn 0  2,45  19,94  50,61  25,77  
Adaption skills 0,31  7,67  25,46  49,39  16,87  
Result-orientation 0  3,37  21,78  51,53  22,39  
Initiative 0  6,44  28,53  41,10  23,31  
Responsibility 0  2,15  12,27  48,16 36,81 
Creativity 1,53  13,19  44,79  33,44  7,67  
Decision-making 1,23  2,45  32,54  52,45  11,04  
Time management 3,99  15,03  28,22  33,44  18,40  
Critical thinking 0  3,07  31,60  47,85  16,87  
Work with information and data 0  0,61  17,18  55,52 25,46  
Analytical thinking 0  0,61  13,19  65,64  19,33  
 
3.2. Interview’s results 
 
Faculties stated that competencies most needed in today’s labour market are initially basic knowledge in the 
field. It is important that individuals are responsible for their actions. To ensure confidence in decision making they 
should be able to demonstrate how systems work. It is also important that students can think strategically, 
analytically, and critically. Faculty members indicated need for innovation and creativity competency, as well as for 
communication skills, necessary skills to operate modern technologies, time management skills, adaption 
competency, responsiveness, and flexibility.  
Most of the faculty noted that higher education in Latvia is good overall. They believe that conclusions cannot 
be drawn from individual cases. However, there are several disadvantages. The most mentioned included: lack of 
motivation to study resulting in a shortage of specialists after graduating, outdated learning environment requires 
change of assessment criteria, as well as qualified staff attraction, and retention in universities is needed.  
Several key stakeholders emerged in who’s responsibility is acquisition of competencies.  The first being 
students themselves and secondly the role and responsibility of higher education institutions. The role of parents 
also appeared, responsibility of basic / primary education and the state, as well as employers and labour market 
itself.  
Three main methods were identified, how it is followed by the acquisition of competencies in the study process. 
First, these are tests and examinations through which the acquired knowledge is assessed. Second, there are a variety 
of practical classes and seminars in which acquired knowledge is assessed into practice; lastly, feedback from 
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lecturers and discussions are widely used. 
 
4. Discussion 
 
Mainly the first step to improve the quality of higher education is at national level. As it is mentioned in 
previous studies, the government should seek to properly identify and conceptualize competencies necessary to be 
developed and included in national educational standards [6]. Faculties from Vidzeme University of Applied 
Sciences are explaining as well that it is not the role of universities to prepare employees for certain organizations 
but, to teach and develop general knowledge and skills which individuals can further apply by working in a certain 
field.  
From which side should come initiative to start changes in the educational system, did not have consensus 
among faculties. Not all faculties noted that it should come from state in national level, as this could cause certain 
problems. Before any changes are made in the current system, there are necessary discussions to be held between all 
stakeholders in order to arrive the best solution. However, adjustment was made that right now there does not exist 
communication from the Ministry of Educations. This is one of main reasons why in national level there is currently 
no common framework for core competencies required in 21st century labour market. Nevertheless, decisive role in 
this aspect is also student’s motivation. When individuals himself have desires to improve their skills and 
competencies it can actually happen; this also explains the ambiguous role of state in lecturers opinion.  
Despite the fact that there is necessity for competency frameworks and policies in the national level, the choice 
of strategy, how to ensure personal growth during the studies, is left in responsibility of higher education institutions 
[7]. This fact was approved in interviews because universities undoubtedly have a supporting role in the 
development of competencies.  The university is a place where content of programs is designed to meet the needs of 
labour market and to respond to changing environment. In addition, the development of 21st century competencies is 
important because it cannot be discussed separately from the entire educational system, which starts in kindergarten.  
One of main challenges is how to combine academic knowledge with professional knowledge. Each faculty 
looked at this issue from their point of view regarding to their professional field, but it did not change the fact that 
the most needed competencies named in interviews were the same as identified in literature review and included in 
self-assessment survey.  
Some discrepancies in students’ self-assessment and faculty’s evaluation were observed. Most often 
responsibility competency in students’ assessment was rated as good or very good, meanwhile faculties have 
observed that students are experiencing a lack of responsibility to a greater degree than ever before. Often the main 
condition of doing something is sense of duty and jobs are done in a bad quality, which approves the lack of 
responsibility and failure to make decisions.  Explanation of low assessment for creativity competency lays in fact 
that environment in universities does not always allow and motivates students to be actually creative, thus 
preventing innovative thinking. 
Discrepancies in faculties and student assessment can be explained in several ways. Using self-evaluation there 
is always a risk that answers will be more subjective than objective. This is reinforced by a fact that respondent’s 
perception of each question is significant [5], as well as survey was anonymous. This is reason why faculty’s 
opinion was so useful and allows looking at development of competencies based on observations during classes.  
As Clarke illustrates that necessity to continually improve and maintain employability creates an additional 
burden on employees, because of constant need to complement existing skills with new ones, which are particularly 
characteristic of the time when long-term career within one organisation is much less common [8]. This extra burden 
can lead to stressful conditions, knowing that we are constantly required to develop new skills and competencies. 
Stress management competency, in turn, was one of those who were rated lower than other competencies.  However, 
studies suggest that those, who will be creative and be able to properly use their knowledge, will benefit because 
they will find job opportunities due to fact that labour market is much more flexible nowadays [8]. 
 
5. Conclusions 
Results of student surveys lead to conclusion that Vidzeme University of Applied Sciences implements its basic 
functions providing acquisition of core competencies, as overall acquisition of competencies was assessed as good. 
However, there is still need for further development of 21st century competencies due to fact that public speaking, 
conflict management and resolution, stress management, decision making, time management competencies and most 
important – creativity – were assessed as developed just averagely. Significant differences in assessment between 
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study programs were not observed, which once more concludes that these 21st century skills have interdisciplinary 
nature. 
Development of 21st century skills and competencies is clearly emphasized also from faculty members’ point of 
view, which allows assuring the need and importance of it. However, it is expected that state will play mediating 
role in communication between all stakeholders to arrive at a clear vision of what changes with what methods need 
to be implemented. Nevertheless, higher education institutions themselves should be aware of fact that this process 
requires resources also both from faculties and students. Even if state creates framework of necessary 21st century 
skills and embodies in policies, universities have to decide most appropriate methods of competency’s assessment. 
The main functions in development of core competencies which higher education institutions provides are 
development of mindset, university is a room for experiments and personal growth, it provides practical experience 
and teaches how to evaluate themselves and present it to others, namely, to potential employers. To enhance the 
quality of higher education as a whole, thus improving the development of core competencies, it requires retention 
of qualified faculties and experts in universities in long-term.  
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